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Introduction
• Volunteers contribute greatly to the success of many organizations. According to
the Corporation for National and Community Service (2018), over 77 million
people volunteered their time for an organization at least once in 2018.
• Those who provide guidance and leadership for volunteers are in a position to set
the tone for the volunteer’s experience, ultimately providing a major influence over
whether the volunteer feels supported and respected (Boezeman & Ellemers,
2014), and decide to continue volunteering with the organization (McLennan,
Birch, Cowlishaw, & Hayes, 2008).

Results
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• Two raters reviewed the responses to each of the three leadership questions in
order to extrapolate common themes. Rater percent agreement was calculated at
.85. Multiple distinct themes emerged from the open ended responses. Further
detail is provided in the tables below.

• However, there are a number of different individuals within a nonprofit
organization whom may work with, and have responsibilities, when it comes to
volunteers, and there is often much complexity when it comes to this relationship
(Handy, Mook, & Quarter, 2008). Some of these individuals include volunteer
resource managers, volutneer coordinators, and paid employees.
• We sought to understand how volunteer leadership looks to volunteers by
analyzing the perceived strengths and weaknesses of their leaders using
qualitative methods.
• Given previous robust work on leadership in organizations (Alvolio, Reichard,
Hannah, Walumbwa, & Chan, 2009; Banks, Gooty, Ross, Williams, & Harrington,
2018; Lord, Day, Zaccaro, Alvolio, & Eagly, 2017), we anticipated that we would
see different leadership styles emerge across different organizations. Specifically,
we believed that leaders would either exhibit task-oriented leadership styles
(Boehm & Staples, 2005) or relations-oriented leadership styles (Tabernero,
Chambel, Curral, & Arana, 2009).
• Task-oriented leaders focus on the effectiveness of groups and concern
themselves with processes and outcomes in the workplace (Bass, 1985; Likert,
1967; Tabernero et al., 2009). Such leaders delegate work efficiently and impose
standards and deadlines on team members. It is not uncommon for such leaders
to be seen as impersonal or indifferent.
• Relations-oriented leaders focus on the wellbeing of their followers, providing
support, feedback, and encouragement regardless of the level of accomplishment
achieved (Moss et al., 2009; Tabernero et al., 2009). Such leaders strive to
maintain rapport with their followers but may do so at the cost of missed deadlines
and sacrificed efficiency. Based on this, we posed two research questions:
Research Question 1: What are volunteers’ perceptions of leadership, in terms of
strengths and weakness of their leaders?
Research Question 2: How well do volunteers’ perceptions of their leaders align
with task-oriented and relationship-oriented leadership styles?

Participants

Method

Participants for this study included 450 volunteers from several nonprofit
organizations in the United States. Of the volunteers, 83.1% identified as female.
Participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 90, with the average age being 55.77. Of the
respondents, 90.9% considered themselves active in their respective
organizations, with 30.2% reporting that they volunteered at their organization
weekly. When asked how long they had been at their organization, most of the
volunteers (22.9%) reported that they had been with their organization between
one and two years.
Design and Procedure
Volutneers were given an online survey which they had two weeks to complete.
The questionnaire included three open-ended questions analyzed for this study,
including: “How has this leader (or leaders) within the organization affected your
experiences as a volunteer?”; “What are the leader’s (or leaders’) strengths?”;
“What are the leader’s (or leaders’) weaknesses?”
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Discussion
• After coding participant responses, we observed multiple distinct themes that
emerged from the data. Specifically, five different themes were extrapolated from
the responses to “How has the leader (or leaders) within the organization affected
your experiences as a volunteer?,” four themes were extrapolated from the
responses to “What are the leader’s (or leaders’) strengths?,” and five themes
were extrapolated from responses to “What are the leader’s (or leaders’)
weaknesses?”. These themes suggest that the leadership styles utilized by the
respondents’ leaders are task-oriented leadership and relationship-oriented
leadership.
• Themes which emerged from the first question supported relations-oriented
leadership (support and communication) and task-oriented leadership
(engagement and resourceful).
• Themes which emerged from the second question supported relations-oriented
leadership (support-focused and relationship-focused) and task-oriented
leadership (structure-focused and task-focused).
• Themes which emerged from the final open-ended question did not align with
either leadership style, save for the theme overly attentive which supported
relations-oriented leadership.
• The results from this study highlight the importance of gaining a deeper
understanding into how leadership is perceived by volunteers in nonprofit
organizations.
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